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WilderneJ,
TheBattle
Against
. Domination
byDavidJohns
THE DEFEAT OF THE MOST recenteffortsto despoilthe
Arctic NationalWildlife Refugerecalledto mind a striking
mappublishedafewyearsbackbytheYellowstOnetoYukon
ConservationInitiative.Depicting"lineardisturbances,"this
maplookedlikethesteelgrid-workofsomegiant,misshapen
cage.Thereweretheroadsandrail linescommonto North
America,bur also seismicexplorationlines, oil and gas
pipelines,and accesscorridorscut throughthe wilderness
throughoutheregion-far northoftherailroadsandtegular-
ly traveledhighways.It'snotnewsthatenergyextractionis a
threattoprotectingthewild. But toseeit onlyin thoseterms
istomisssomethingmuchgreater:it isenergythatfuels,liter-
ally,thetransformationanddegradationof theEarth.
HalfaglobeawayfromtheYellowstOne,in themountains
anddesertsofsouthwestAsia,troopsofadozencountriesfight
awarwhoserootsliein thequestforthecontrolofoiL Human
life andthenaturalworldsustainenormous"collateraldam-
age"asa directresultof this latestin a seriesof skirmishes,
covertoperations,terroristincidents,andlow-intensitywars
(forthevictimsofcourseit'sall terrorism).Oneof thecircum-
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stancesthatmakesthiswarpopular,indeedpossiblefor the
United Statesandotherwesterncountriesis that it canbe
foughtwith littlelossoflifeforwesterncombatantsandcivil-
ians.Nixon'sViernamizationofanotherwarthreedecadesago
madeit clearthatAmericanswouldtOleratelossof life else-
whereaslongasthebodybagsstOppedcominghome.With
machinesthatrunonoil, andwith oil-fedfactOriesthatmake
themachines,theU.S.andsimilarsocietiescanfightacapital-
intensivewar,insulatingthemselvesfromhumancasualties.
Thosewithoutaccessto themachinerymustfightwith their
bodies,or tUrnthemachinesagainstheirowners.
Thesearenottheonlycostsofsomesocieties'dependence
onhugeamountsofenergy.Aberrantweather,aseaofSUVs
chokingthestreetsandpollutingtheair,civil libertiesunder
assaultbywould-beleaderseekingtoguaranteeoil supplies,
andconservationists'greateffortstopreventdrilling in many
regionsarealsoresults.
In thefaceofthesecostswhyisit sodifficulttoweanour-
selvesfromthis terribleaddiction?Is it simplymyopia?A
loveaffairwith motOrizedtoysandairconditioning?Because
arcticfoxandsurveyflag,graphiteby MartinRing
rulingeliteshavedirecteconomicinterestsin theoil economy
andtheabilitytolimit seriousconsiderationofotheroptions?
Do weunconsciouslyknowthatsomuchofthebreadandcir-
custhatdisrracrsusfromourgrowingalienarionanddeclin-
ing freedomandqualityof life dependson energy?Or is it
tharJohn Peetwasrightwhenhewrotethatunderlyingthe
humaneconomy,measuredby theabstractionof money,is
Nature'seconomymeasuredin caloriesandcaloriesarereally
whatit'sall abour?It'scaloriesweeat,caloriesthatmakeand
fuelourmachines.
If theseweretheonly obstaclesto kicking theenergy
habit, theywouldbe formidableenough.Bur theydo not
fully explainthedepthoftheproblem.Toprotectrhewild, to
developtrulysustainableeconomicandpoliticalsystems,con-
servationistsneedto understandhow fundamentallythe
dependenceonenergyis wovenintothefabricof civilizarion.
It is truethatthefirstsignificantenergysubsidythathumans
captured-fire-predated the emergenceof humanhierar-
chies. But with human efforrsto systematicallycontrol
Nature(includingthecaptureofenergysubsidies)something
veryimportantchanged:weadoptedformsofsocialorganiza-
tionandtechnologythatathearrinvolvethecontrolof some
humansbyothers.Oncethisinequalityandhierarchyexists,
its maintenanceandenhancementbecomesa distinctsocial
goal:it remainsinterwovenwith rhecontrolof Naturebur
becomesaseparatemotiveforce.Centraltobothis thecontrol
of energy,of caloricsubsidies.
The extractionof energybeyondthatnecessaryfor bio-
logicalmaintenanceandreproductionofa reasonablehuman
population*is itselfan act of dominationand control.It
entailsreshapingecosystemsanddisruptingvitalprocesses.
The formschangeovertime: fromexploitingthe laborof
domesticanimalsandthecaloriesstoredin plants,to slaves
and waterswheels,tenantfarmersandfactoryworkers,to
petroleumand nuclear-generatedelectricity.The energy
extractedis thepreconditionforthedominationandcontrol
of Nature in otherrealms(suchasthe conversionof whole
ecosystemsto pavementor factOryfarms)andthecontrolof
peopleby vasthierarchies,includingtheir armedservants.
Who canforgettheimageofpolicestandingbeforetheNike
storein Seattleduring1999'santiglobalizationprotests?
ThoseatthetOpofthehumanhierarchyknowthathang-
ing ontotheirpositionrequiresthattheydirectlycontrolthe
institutionsthat"produce"andmanageenergy.Theydo not
wanttoseetheenergytheycontroldecreased,ispersed,and
localized.It is notacoincidencethatthewords"energy"and
"power"canbeusedalmostinterchangeably.
Those societiesthat haveharnessedrelativelygreater
energysubsidieshavepushedaside,conquered,absorbed,or
destroyedsocietiesthathaveusedlessenergyor usedit less
effectively.Hunting andgatheringcultures-societieswith
thelowestsubsidiesandthemostecologicallyfriendlyform
of humansocialorganization-havedisappearedexceptin
"peripheral"areasoftheglobe.The firstworlddominatesthe
thirdworld in partbecausetheformerhasharnessedenergy
in greateramounts,and hassustainedthat advantageover
time.Likea cancerthathasreachedthestagewhereit tricks
its hostintoprovidingit with a bloodsupplyby disguising
its natureasa tumorandparasite,energysubsidiesgivethe
powerto dominate,assurelyasgettingthe subsidiesin the
firstplaceis anactofdomination.
Thus, confrontingtheproblemsassociatedwith human
energyextractionanduseis not justabourunpluggingfrom
consumption,butunpluggingfromdomination.Energyisat
theheartofpoliticalandeconomicpower-no onewantsto
weakentheirrelativeposition;indeed,everyinclinationis to
seekadvantage.Likedisarmament,dismantlingenergy-based
dominationis a globalproblem.No onewantsto go first.
Elites haveoften compromised-to a point-with other
groupsin societyandevenelitesin othersocieties,whenit
comesto dividingthepie. Bur theyseldomagreeto share
power-that is,decision-making-withoutafight.«
DavidJohns teachespoliticalscienceat PortlandStateUniversity
andservesontheWildlandsProjectboardofdirectors.
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